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ABSTRACT
In the past twenty-five years Americans have shifted fivm modem values of 
reason, science, and progress, to postmodern values of cynicism and relativism. Due to 
the different social climate and the ubiquitous mass media. Generation Xers—those bom 
between I960 and 1980—are the first to be socialized from inâncy to possess postmodem 
values. Because of this dramatic shift in values. Generation X can be viewed as an 
intellectual or cultural social movement, m the sense of a social movement being a 
collective change in values over time. This study examines the differing values of 
Generation X by comparing their values to that of Baby Boomers and by examining the 
rhetoric of the two groups. The difference in rhetoric is examined by analyzing and 
comparing the lyrics of two popular musical groups—the Rolling Stones to represent 
Baby Boomer values and Pearl Jam to represent Generation X values.
m
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION
*A cynic is not meretyone who reads bitter lessons from the past; he is one who is 
prematurely disappointed in the fiiture’* (Harris,1996, A2). This statement, made by 
journalist Sydney J. Harris, could, in one sentence, sum up the attitude o f the generation 
of young Americans referred to as “Generation X.” The term “Generation X” 
encompasses the group of Americans bom after the “Baby Boom” of 1946 to 1959, in the 
years between 1960 and 1980 (Holtz, 1995). This diverse group is also sometimes 
referred to as “baby busters,” “slackers,” or “13th generation,” though Generation X 
seems to be the most commonfy accepted title. The term Generation X originated in the 
1991 novel by Douglas Coupland, Generation X: Tales For an Accelerated Culture. The 
book deals with a trio of “under-employed, overeducated, intensely private and 
unpredictable” mdividuals (Coupland, 1991, book jacket). Coupland uses “X* to designate 
the lack of a common, binding thread within the generation. Unlike previous generations. 
Generation X had no great wars or assassinations of great leaders to give them a unifying 
force—to make them feel connected to one another. What they do have as unifying 
childhood experiences is a phenomenal rise in the divorce rate, the proliferation of the 
media into every aspect of their lives, and a national debt that rose from the millions to the 
billions during their childhood years. These common experiences have resulted in a 
common attitude—cynicism.
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As members of Generation X reach their twenties and thuties, many people have 
begun to notice a shift in cultural values among those in the group. Numerous newspaper 
and m%azine articles and books, as well as some academic articles, have attempted to 
describe and analyze the shift in values taking place among America s young adults 
(Walsh, 1992 and Howe and Strauss, 1993, for example). The values o f Generation X 
differ greatly from previous generations in everything from their work ethic and their 
general outlook on life to the kind o f music they prefer. Ronald J. Burke (1994) states, 
however, “one might argue that the younger generation has always held different values 
and expectations than their parents, but once they enter the workplace, they adapt (are 
socialized) into the dominant values o f organizational cultures permeated by the fold’ 
values” (p. 555). This statement holds true when examining other generations of 
Americans. Many Baby Boomers, for example, who were once “free-thinking hippies” 
now work in mainstream jobs in upper maniement positions and espouse the same ideals 
and values their parents did. It may be true that just as hippies and children of the free love 
era eventually assimilated into the standard cultural values, so will today’s young adults. 
Some argue, however, that due to dramatically different upbringings than previous 
generations—childhoods filled with divorce and abandonment, excessive television 
exposure, and rapidly expanding technology—the current generation of Americans will 
retain their cynical views and will forever change the value system of Amerka (Sacks,
1996 and Wyld, 1994, for exan^le).
The difference between previous generations and Generation X lies in the basic 
attitude of those who make up the group. While other generations differ substantially from 
those that came before, they still tend to retain the same basic values. They believe in the
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
American Dream that hard work and dedication will get you a loving femily, a beautiful 
home, and a nice car. The average member of Generation X, however, has a quite 
different picture of the world. Joseph P. Shapiro (1993) says, “What motivates the baby 
busters is their dread that the American Dream is over, at least for them. They foar they 
are likely to be the first generation to fiul to match their parents’ success” ( p. 52). Gone is 
the belief in the promise o f the American Dream. In its place is cynicism and a dim outlook 
on the future and, often, on life in generaL
This thesis will atten^t to show that Generation X is indeed more than a group of 
rebellious youth who will eventual^ conform, but is in itself a sort o f intellectual or 
cultural social movement. In order to illustrate that Generation X constitutes a movement 
toward both cynical values and cynical forms of rhetoric, I will examine the core values of 
the group as compared to its closest generation, the Baby Boomers, and relate possible 
reasons for this dramatic shift in cultural values. To illustrate that there has been a shift in 
the values of the groups, I will examine the change that has occurred in their rhetoric. I 
will illustrate this shift in rhetoric by examining the music to which the different 
generations listen. I will conduct a cluster anafysis of song lyrics by the extremefy popular 
Baby Boom band, the Rolling Stones, and compare that to the lyrics of one of alternative 
music’s most popular bands. Pearl Jam, to illustrate Generation X values. The Rolling 
Stones were chosen as representative because they were one of the most popular bands to 
emerge in the 1960s during the period when Baby Boomers were first beginning to have 
an influence over what music became popular. The band still remains popular to this day 
with Baby Boomers. Their 1994 album. Voodoo Lounge, sold over five million copies and 
the Voodoo Lounge concert tour was one of the highest grossing in history, making over
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$300 million (Sexton, 1994). In short, the band was popular with Baby Boomers in their 
youth and continues to enjoy a huge followmg by people of the Baby Boom generation. 
Pearl Jam was chosen as representative of Generation X because, along with the band 
Nirvana, Pearl Jam was one of the first of the “Seattle bands” to become popular and they 
still remain popular. Then first album. Ten, was on Billboard’s list of the top 200 in album 
sales for 250 weeks and has sold over 9,000,000 copies (1996, October 19). Basicalfy, this 
is the music that members of Generation X are listening to. Although Nnvana was the 
“breakthrough” band in alternative music, I chose to use Pearl Jam’s lyrics instead because 
the 1994 suicide o f lead smger Kurt Co bain caused Nirvana to disband. As a result, there 
is a very small body of Nvvana work to examine and since they cannot put out any new 
songs, they are not a continuing influence.
This study is of value for several reasons. First is the basic lack of scholarly 
research done on the subject. Much of the literature on Generation X is found in the 
popular press. These articles usually deal mainly with demographics and attitudes of 
Generation X. Bookstores are filled with magazines and books atten^tmg to help 
managers and marketers deal with the younger generation, but few have really attempted 
to understand the reasons behind the values or delve into the rhetoric of the group. 
Secondly, I believe it is important to come to some basic understanding of Generation X 
because they are the next generation of politicians, industry leaders, voters, and 
consumers. Marketers are already foiling miserably at attracting the business of Xers 
because, in trying to appeal to their value systems, marketers are coming off as contrived 
and condescending (Cooperman, 1995 and Shapiro, 1993). Without a basic knowledge of
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
the whys behind their attitudes and their rhetoric, politicians and advertisers cannot 
succeed in appealing to or manipulating this vast and diverse group.
Literature Review
The literature ( reviewed foils into three categories: Generation X literature, which 
is mainly found in newspapers and popular magazines with a few books and academic 
articles available, academic communication literature, and music literature, which 
encompasses both general music theory and popular-press literature dealing with 
alternative music.
Generation X Literature
As stated above, many of the readings on Generation X appear in magazines or 
newspapers and deal mainly with demographics or a description of basic values. The 
generalfy agreed upon values of the group include:
1. They feel cynical. Generation Xers grew up in a world of rampant divorce, 
AIDS, a rapidly expanding national debt, all brought to them in their living rooms by the 
ubiquitous television set. Consequent^, they do not view the world in quite the same way 
as recent generations—they lack foith in many of the core, formerfy unifying value 
systems in this country—those of a foir, honest government, the sanctity of the fomify and 
the promise of a better future (Howe and Strauss, 1993). Heather Lamm, daughter of 
former Colorado governor Richard Lamm, says, ‘1 am part of a generation that has so 
little foith in government that more of us believe Elvis lives than believe Social Security 
will be there for us” (Reuters, 1996).
2. They are materialists. Members of Generation X want everything and they want 
it right now. Xers should be a marketers dream because of their excessive spending habits.
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instead they are a marketers nightmare due to lack of brand loyalfy—or loyalty to 
anything—and a lack of trust in advertising (Ritchie, 1995 and Cooperman, 1995). 
Because of materialistic values that often stretch their paychecks to the limit, it is a 
common phenomena for 18 to 24-year-okls to still live with their parents because they 
have run up such high credit card bills they can not afford to move into their own 
apartments (Bradford and Raines, 1992 and Howe and Strauss, for example).
3 .They are slow to commit to both jobs and people. Corporate downsizing. Baby 
Boomers years away from retirement, and watching people work long hours at jobs they 
dislike make Generation Xers reluctant to commit to employers (Ritchie, 1994). Many 
have the attitude that they are never going to get ahead, so why bother to make any 
personal investment in a company (Burke, RJ., 1994).
In addition to the shalgr job market. Generation Xers are more concerned with 
their personal lives than their careers. Many saw their parents strive for professional 
success while neglecting their femilies. As children who were once ignored, the members 
of Generation X are more inclined to want a balance of career and femify that allows for 
more time spent at home (Kruger, 1994 and Bradford and Raines, 1992). They are also 
slow to commit to other people. The number of adults aged 25-29 who are married fell by 
30 percent between 1972 and 1992 (Statistical Abstracts, 1996). Rampant divorce rates 
during their youths has convinced Generation Xers that it is better to put off marriage in 
fovor of living with members of the opposite sex or just dating (Holtz, 1995).
4. They do not bow to any authority. Xers do not automatically respect someone 
just because they are in a position of authority (Bradford and Raines, 1992). According to 
Roberta Maynard, Generation Xers question everything and they “continue to challenge
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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managers about why they should do a certain task—even after they’ve been given a 
reason—if they don't see the sense o f it” (Maynard, 1996, p. 51).
5. They are media savvy. Having watched thousands of hours of television 
programs and advertisements during their childhoods, Xers are suspicious of the media. 
Karen Cooperman (1995) says of Generation X: “We’ve embraced TV vernacular and ad 
taglines, but try to cash in on this foct and we won’t respond nicefy. Our media savvy 
makes it easy to detect commercials blatantly aimed at us...” (p. 27). While Xers are 
among the biggest consumers of the mass media, they are also among the most suspicious 
of the media’s intentions.
Communication Literature
In studying communication literature, I have given most o f my attention to articles 
dealing with values and social movements. Robert L. Heath (1973) defines values as 
“clusters o f attitudes and belieft hierarchically ordered, centrally located in the cognitive 
system, shuationally salient, and internalized through peer pressure, which are used 
normatively to achieve group cohesiveness and identification” (p. 148). The common 
values of cynicism, materialism, and lack of company loyalQr serve to unite Generation 
Xers. These values differ substantial^ from those of previous generations. According to 
Malcolm O. Slllars (1991), previous generations of Americans have generalfy held values 
that fit into one of she systems of values; Puritan-Pioneer, Enlightenment, Progressive, 
Transcendental, Personal Success, and Collectivist values. These former value systems fit 
into a theory of “modernism” that emphasizes reason, progress, and individual fieedom. 
Generation X values, on the other hand, fit into a more “postmodern” way of thought.
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Postmodernism relies more on relativism, trust only m the self and the sanctity o f pop 
culture images.
Much has been written on the apparent disregard Generation Xers feel for the 
“Baby Boomers” of the precedh% generation (Shapno, 1993 and Nelson & Cowan, 1994, 
for example). As the shift from modem to postmodern values occurs, a general disdain for 
the values of this prior generation is causing a huge generation gap between Baby 
Boomers and members o f Generation X  Besides being a source of unity for people. Heath 
(1973) states that, “Values.. .  are used to divide and discrhninate as well as to unite  and 
bring harmony.” Typical Baby Boomer values, such as putting work above femily, greed, 
and putting one’s own needs above those of their children, leave Generation Xers with 
little respect for the people who are serving as the managers, bosses, and parents of this 
generation of young people.
In the area of social movements, I will utilize the definition of a social movement 
given by Celeste Michelle Condit and John Louis Lucaites (1991), who state that what 
“moves” in a social movement are the “ideographs, culture types, characterizations, myths, 
metaphors, narratives and topoi enqiloyed in public discourse to argue collective being 
into existence. From this perspective, social movement is a function of the changes in the 
form and meaning of the public vocabulary...” (p. 1). Condit and Lucaites argue that, in a 
movement, “rhetoric operates simultaneously as both the figure and ground of social 
movement in time” (1991, p. 2). Basically, rhetoric acts as the agency through which a 
group attempts to achieve change and also as the measure of the extent that change has 
taken place.
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Condit and Lucaites, along with Michael Calvin McGee (1980b), contend that the 
way to study movements is to examine the changes that take place in the rhetoric over the 
course of time. In this sense a social movement does not necessarily refer to a “protest” 
movement like those of the 1960s, but to a “revision of national or collective iHenfitigs and 
cultural registers” (Eyerman and Jamison, 1995, p. 450). A shift in values and ideologfes 
as evkienced in the rhetoric of a group constitutes an intellectual social movement as 
opposed to a protest movement. To illustrate the change that has taken place m the 
rhetoric of Baby Boomers as compared to the rhetoric of Generation X, I will study rock 
music as the rhetoric of Baby Boomers and alternative music as the rhetoric of Generation 
X.
Music Literature
Rarely can one read a newspaper or magazine article dealing with Generation X 
that does not include a reference to alternative or “grunge” rock (Schmdler, 1993 and 
Schoemer, 1994, for example). Alternative music refers to the loud, heavify-bassed music 
where the lyrics are often either mumbled or screamed at the listener. Subject matter of 
alternative music strays ftom the usual rock themes of sex and love to enconqiass more 
social aspects of life. Tony Kirschner (1994) says of alternative music, “The music, its 
ideology, values, politics, image and sound, is the complete antithesis of the slick, polished 
pop that flourished in the eighties” (p. 85 ). Though still labeled as “alternative,” 
alternative rock began to become mainstream around 1993. No longer were such bands as 
Nirvana and Pearl Jam played exclusively on college stations. Traditional rock stations 
began to integrate alternative into their stations until it came to the point that 
“alternative” became the mainstream on rock stations.
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With the popularization of alternative rock, many members o f Generation X pany 
to realize that their feelings o f alienation and cynicism were common feelings among 
others of that age group. Knschner states, “It has now become clear that this shared 
alienation has solidified into a new youth movement, or rather, a re-articulation of 
Amerkan youth which has more substantial implications than a new trend in music or 
style” (p. 69).
Because of the ever-increasing presence o f the mass media in people’s lives, music 
and other forms of media play an increasingly larger role in the acquisition of beliefe, 
attitudes and values (Hansen & Hansen, 1991). Researchers have proposed three main 
cultural theories on the impact of music on social perceptions and personality traits:
1. Music preferences are determined by existing personality traits. In this theory 
individuals “seek exposure to stimuli that are consistent with their attitudes and are 
attracted to portrayals and mterpretations of events that confirm their view of social 
reality” (Hansen & Hansen, 1991, p. 337).
2. Frequent exposure to a certain kind of music alters one’s personality to conform to the 
portrayals in the media. This approach takes an opposing view to that of the first 
theory—one in which the media shapes the attitudes of consumers. Proponents of this 
theory contend that the more an individual is exposed to a certain message the more 
established the message becomes in his or her long-term memory and the more likefy 
the message will be used to interpret social situations.
3. The media and one’s personality have an interactive relationship, or as Christine Hall 
Hansen and Ranald D. Hansen (1991) put it: “The contents of the media both reflect 
and shape social reality” (p. 338). The media must reflect the audience’s ideologies in
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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order to catch its attention, but in turn, constant exposure to a message will redefine 
the audknce’s views to conform more closely with the media’s message.
Researchers have studied all three of these theories and have made a valid case for 
each of them Rosengren (1981), who expanded on the idea of whether the media controls 
the public’s opinions or the public controls the media, states that the problem with these 
theories is that it is very difiScult to establish causality in such studies. Researchers cannot 
conclusively establish if the music causes a change in attitude or if a predisposition to such 
an attitude is already present. Since causality is generally hard to prove and researchers 
have proved in various studies that the media both reflects society’s values and influences 
them 1 tend to agree with the theory of interdependence of the media and society. It 
contends that “to thrive, media must be sensitive to and satisfy the wishes, needs, and 
values of consumers. But consumers, in turn, conform to the social reality depicted m the 
media content” (Hansen & Hansen, 1991, p. 338). As rock music did for Baby Boomers, 
alternative rock serves this purpose for the members of Generation X—it appeals to their 
different value system, while at the same time it “expresses and reinforces social values” 
(Blau, 1988, p. 884). Through commonly occurring themes such as alienation, personal 
relationships, and disdain for society’s dominant values, alternative rock creates a unifying 
rhetorical vision of the world for Generation Xers, complete with “heroes, villams, 
emotions and attitudes” (Bormann, 1972, p. 359).
Since music can be seen as a mirror of a society’s values, as well as a molder of 
those values, music can be viewed as a form of rhetoric that both reflects and shapes its 
listeners thoughts and ideologies (Lull, 1985). Steven H. Chaffee (1985) states that:
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[Music] is truly a mass communkation phenomenon, in which millions of 
dispersed audience members share the same experience through mass 
produced, mediated dissemination of the same relatively few musical 
“messages.” If today’s youth were to interact as a worldwide entity, it is 
not too much to imagine that rock music would constitute their shared 
basis for communication on other subjects—a kind of lingua franca linking 
otherwise disparate peoples, (p. 418)
Methodology
In order to study this diverse group known as Generation X  I will take a broad- 
based view of the topic. The methodology will include a detailed history of the members 
of Generation X as compared to the next closest generation. Baby Boomers, and an 
application of current communication theories involving the rhetoric of cultural or 
intellectual social movements. Finally, I will conduct a cluster analysis of the fyrics of two 
of music’s most popular and endurmg bands. The Rolling Stones to represent Baby 
Boomer values and Pearl Jam to represent Generation X values. (Copyright permission 
was not obtained to use lyrics due to the feet that quotations do not meet the criteria of 
300 words or quotations of the foil text of songs and because this thesis is not going to be 
published.) Cluster analysis, according to Sonja X  Foss (1989) involves four bask steps:
1. Identification of key terms. This entails identifying terms that the rhetor uses often or 
with great intensity; 2. Charting of clusters. This step notes the terms that cluster around 
the key terms; 3. Discovery of patterns in the clusters o f terms. Both opposing terms and 
supporting terms that cluster around the key terms are examined; and 4. Naming the
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motive of the rhetor. Edwin Black ( 1970) asserts that a rhetor’s ideology can be revealed 
by examining and anafyzing his or her discourse. The thesis will attempt to show that the 
values and ideologies found in alternative music are for different than those of earlier 
generations of Americans, especialfy Baity Boomers.
Chapter two will examine the values that are generalfy attributed to Generation X 
by both the popular press and academk researchers. The values of Generation X will be 
compared to those of the previous generation. Baby Boomers, to illustrate the shift in 
value systems that has taken place in the last twenty-five years.
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CHAPTER 2
HISTORY OF GENERATION X 
Throughout its history, the United States has been seen as the land o f promise—a 
land where everyone has a chance to make his or her life better just by hard work and 
perseverance. This vision has often been referred to as the “American Dream.” This idea 
of the American Dream has brought thousands of immigrants to this country and has filled 
past generations with an optimistic outlook for their future. The American Dream is 
characterized by feelings of great optimism for the future of not only oneself but for the 
future of the country and the future of society.
As the end of the twentfeth century nears, people have begun to notice a downturn 
in the optimistic mood of the country. The great expectations for the future that were held 
by members of tbe Post-depression through the Batty Boom generations have tieen 
replaced by a pessimism and cynicism in the younger generations. Neil Howe and >̂ Hliam 
Strauss state in their tx)ok The Fourth Turning (1997) that, “Parents widely fear that the 
American Dream which was there (solidly) for their parents and still there (txurely) for 
them, will not tie there for their kids. Young householders are reaching their midthirties 
never having known a time when America seemed to be on the right track” (p. 2).
As the members of the younger generation—those labeled as Generation X—begin
to lose fidth in the American Dream and in what their country has to offer, they begin to
take on very different value systems than those of previous generations. The great
14
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American optimism has often been replaced by a bitter cynicism in regards to everything 
from lamily life to the job market. Thk chapter will examme the c hanging values and 
ideologies of Generation X as compared to Baby Boomers. In contrast to the cynical 
attitudes of Generation Xers, the Baby Boom generation “has been characterfeed as an 
idealistic generation whh great expectations who were indulged as children. Their 
experiences produced people who were individualistic, opthnistic, pampered, and for 
whom the American Dream was attainable” (McIntosh, 1994, p. 336).
In order to compare the differing value systems of Baby Boomers and Generatfon 
Xers, I will highlight the values most commonly attributed to the members o f Generation 
X by the media as well as scholars and researchers. I will contrast those ideologies with 
values commonly attributed to Baby Boomers.
The generally agreed upon traits of Generation Xers are as follows;
l.They feel cynical The world in which members of Generation X grew up is a 
world drastically different than that of any other generation. John L. McIntosh (1994) says 
of Generation Xers:
Their personality characteristics have been described in terms such as 
skeptical, cynical, alienated, practical, and self-reliant children of divorce 
(and/or busy working parents) for whom the American Dream seems 
remote. They have lived with high divorce rates, huge national debt, 
government scandals, AIDS, etc., in a tougher, more punishing world, (p.
336)
Forty percent of the people bom into this generation come from a femily where a 
divorce occurred, as opposed to only 11 percent of Baby Boomers (Holtz, 1995, p. 27).
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Many others come from househoMs where both parents work outside the home. Add to 
this family disarray the “overwhelmmg social and environmental problems and having 
grown up under the nuclear threat” and it is not hard to see how a group of people could 
have trouble buying into the American myth that everyone has a chance to make a better 
life for himselfrherself (7%e Futurist, 1992, p. 52). In feet, researchers project that this will 
be the only generation bora this century to suffer a decline in living standards (Howe and 
Strauss, 1993). “Unlike the Baby Boomers who entered the workforce during periods of 
unprecedented growth and who wanted achievement and success, then rejected these, 
those of Generation X want achievement but fece a difScult time just getting started given 
the recessionary times” (Burke, R.J., 1994, p.560). The media consistently emphasize 
these projections by portraying the future of Generation X as one filled with no Social 
Security or Medicare benefits, few jobs available above those of service people, and a 
rapidly increasing rate of single parent families and children living in poverty (Howe and 
Strauss, 1992 and Holtz, 1995). Perhaps if this picture of the future of Generation X is 
accurate, their cynicism could more accurately be termed realism Whatever term one 
uses, the feet is that many Generation Xers have a very different view of the future than 
most Baby Boomers did at a similar age.
The realistic, pessimistic portrayal of Generation X’s future presents a sharp 
contrast to the rosy, post-war, booming technological future painted for Baby Boomers. 
Those bora in the economic boom that followed World War II were among the most 
pampered in American history. At birth this generation was immediately hailed by the 
media as a “Built in Recession Cure.” Billboards in the New York subways proclaimed 
“Every day 11,000 babies are bora in America. This means new business, new jobs, new
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opportunities” (Delli Carpini, 1986, p. 31). The economic situation at the tune was also 
responsible for a large percentage of Baby Boomers being raised in a middle-class 
environment. As white collar Jobs increased from 35 percent in 1950 to 50 percent in 
1970, signifkant numbers of femOks moved from lower classes into the middle-class 
(Delli Carpini, 1986). Beyond the rosy economic picture painted for Baby Boomers, they 
were also shown a view of the world where the United States was becoming the dominant 
superpower in the world and one of the leaders in the rapid technological advances that 
were taking place at that time.
This generation had such confidence in themselves as they matured into yoiu% 
adults that they took on such major issues as civil rights, women’s rights, and free speech. 
They were willing and able to challenge the prevailing system of government because they 
fully believed that in America anything could be acconqilished if they worked hard 
enough—in contrast to Xers who have been called the “Why Bother” generation.
2. They are materialists. Members of Generation X want everything they can get 
and they want it now. They are an extremely “stuff” oriented group of people. While it can 
be said that Generation Xers learned this behavior fix>m their Baby Boomer parents and 
siblings, the mam difference is that while many Baby Boomers are materialistic adults, 
most Generation Xers have been materialistic since early childhood. Michael X. Delli 
Carpini (1986) says of Baby Boomers:
There seems to be a tendency for generations raised in an 
environment of economic security to seek out lifestyles and to develop 
values that are “postmaterialist” in their orientation. That is, such 
individuals are less likely to have to deal with issues of material survival
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and accordingly are free to pursue personal and social fiilfilknent.... Where 
Baby Boomer’s parents looked around and saw the costs o f poverty and 
the lack o f economic securiQr, this new cohort looked and saw the costs of 
too great a preoccupation with personal wealth and security. And since the 
values of the hegemonic culture extolkd wealth and security, it was natural 
for this generatmn to look outskle that culture for new values and role 
models. (Delli Carpini, 1986, p. 33)
Only as Baby Boomers began to bid forewell to thefr hippie days in their 20’s or 
later and became major players in corporate America did they begin to become “yuppies” 
and feel the need for nicer cars and bigger homes.
Generation Xers, on the other hand, tend to feel the need for material possessions 
at a young age. It is not uncommon for young college students to drive $20,000 cars and 
have VCRs and 20 inch televisions in their dorm rooms. Karen Ritchie (1995) says of 
Generation Xers; “We have raised a generation who have come to regard life’s little 
appliances as 'necessities’ and whose idea of roughing it’ is to have the VCR in for 
repairs” (p. 45). This earty materialism may be attributed to several foctors.
As mentioned earlier, one of the reasons for Xer’s materialism could stem from 
growing up with Baby Boomer parents who wanted to have it all In addition to watching 
their parent’s materialism, many children grew up in households where parents gave them 
frequent gifts to assuage their parental guilt about being at work and not spending enough 
quality time with the children. Ritchie says of Generation Xer’s parents, “Too busy to 
share themselves with their children, they gave them toys instead” (Ritchie, 1995, p. 45). 
The feminist movement may have taught women how to go out and get whatever job they
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wanted, but it dkl not adequately prepare them for the sense of guih felt by many mothers 
for leaving their children at home while they worked (Holtz, 1995).
In additmn. much of the reason for this value system can be traced to the media. 
While Baby Boomers grew up with television, it was “a vastty different medium than the 
ubiquitous, intrusive television o f Generation X’s childhood” (Ritchie, 1995, p. 85). 
Generation Xers grew up with an average of 1.9 televisfons per household and 193 million 
television sets total (Statistical Abstracts, 1995). By the age of five the average child has 
watched over 5000 hours of television, including 1000 hours of commercials in which 
advertisers told children they absolutely had to have the latest Barbie or $150 pair of 
sneakers.
Advertisers... helped create for many children a dissatisfoction with their 
basic circumstances as they pitched toys, games and candy to rich and poor 
alike, suggesting that friends would admire you, your femify would be 
happy, your grades would in^)rove, and your teeth would never have 
cavities if only your parents would buy Brand X. (Ritchie, 1995, p. 87)
The amount of money spent on toy advertising on network television rose from $68 
million in 1980 to $305 million in 1994 (Statistical Abstracts, 1995). In 1974, the FCC 
issued guidelines regarding children’s programming and advertising, but it was not until 
1990 that the Children’s Television Act, which sets limits on the commercialization of 
children’s television, actualty came into effect (Ritchie, 1995). By this time Xers had 
already been subjected to countless hours of commercials aimed directly at their age 
group.
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This constant exposure to advertising resulted in a generatfon of children 
brainwashed into thinking they need to have every product they see advertised. 
Researchers believe that “the values people were exposed to in earty childhood stay with 
them for most of their lives,” thus making it dffîcult for Generation Xers to ignore their 
early exposure to materialistic values, even if they attempt to shun such values in 
adulthood (Sillars, p. 134).
One side effect of Generation Xers wanting to have it all is what many refer to as 
having an extended adolescence (Bradford and Raines, 1992 and Howe and Strauss,
1993). Many Generation Xers continue to live with their parents well into their adult 
years. More than half of 18 to 24-year-olds still live with their parents—the highest 
number in 30 years (Walsh, 1992). In addition to the feet that jobs are getting harder to 
get and the cost of living contmues to rise, Xers cannot afford to move out of their parents 
homes because they must pay for feiKy cars and credit card bills they ran up buying 
stereos and VCRs for their college dorm rooms. Howe and Strauss (1993) state that “by 
leaning on parents, they’re [Generation Xers] able to keep up (or revive) the old spending 
habits—buying clothes, CDs, cars, and the like” (p. 105). Living with parents for an 
extended period often prevents young adults fi-om bemg forced to take responsibility for 
themselves and make the full transition into adulthood as they continue to be financially 
dependent on others (Hohz, 1995).
3 They are slow to commit to both jobs and people. In contrast to the corporate 
climate when Baby Boomers entered the workforce where a college degree almost assured 
that they would get a decent job. Generation Xers are feced with dismal prospects upon 
graduation as professional jobs decrease and service jobs increase (Holtz, 1995). If Xers
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do manage to get a job in their chosen profession, corporate downsizing. Baby Boomers 
years away from retirement, and watching people work long hours at jobs they dislike 
have made them reluctant to commit to their employers. David C. Wyld (1994) states that: 
The 13th Generation will be the first to come mto a corporate envfronment 
where lifetime employment, career tracks, and job security are things of the 
past, and so 13ers will rightly ask “Where will this loyalty and dues-paying 
get us?” Thirteeners thus have what Howe and Strauss label as “a purely 
instrumental view of employment” whereby they “can distance themselves 
from corporate cultures and relax without guilt when the job is done.” By 
and large, they believe that the friture is so uncertain that they cannot 
afford to invest in jobs and/or companies that may not be there the next 
day. (p. 58-59)
In addition to a general distrust of most companies, Xers are reluctant to give up 
all their free time in pursuit of a career. In contrast to the Baby Boomer’s workaholic 
lifestyles where Boomers gave up much of their time with their children to seek a 
meaningfiil career, Xers want a balance of career and personal life. ‘Xers don’t have the 
all-consuming, I-am-defined-by-my-work ethos. They’re ambitious, but their ambition is 
well-rounded” (Kruger, 1994, p. 62). Generation Xers who felt ignored by corporate- 
ladder-climbing parents now avoid making too much o f an investment in a job or company 
in fevor of a more well-rounded lifestyle. “Both men and women in their 20s tend to see 
femity life, not careers, as a way to fulfill themselves—jobs are singly a way to make 
money” (Kruger, 1994, p. 94).
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After growing up in ftuniiies with one or more divorces taking place. Generation 
Xers are reluctant to commit to relationships. The rate of divorce per 10,000 women more 
than doubled fi'om 1955 to 1975. Xers were three tunes more likely to come from a 
divorced femily than Baby Boomers. Ritchie (1994) states that “divorce occurred on a 
large-enough scale to [be] disruptive to the security of the entire generation, and to help 
form their earliest opmions about marriage, femily and trust” (p. 41). As Xers have begun 
entering adulthood, the average age at which they first many has steadily risen. In 1970, 
the average age of marriage was 20.6 for women and 22.5 for men. By 1990, that number 
had risen to 24-years-old for women and 25.9 for men. (Statistical Abstracts, 1996).
Members of Generation X take more time choosing a potential life mate because 
they have seen the effects of divorce on theft own or theft friends’ lives. Many hope that 
by delaying marriage, they will form a more lasting union than theft parents did. Others 
shun the idea of marriage in general, having never seen any positive role models of 
marriage in theft youth. Many instead opt to live together without marriage. It was 
estimated in 1988 that over half of all women will live with at least one man before getting 
married (Holtz, 1995). In 1970, 55,000 people had lived together outside of marriage, in 
1995 that number had risen to 742,000 people (Statistical Abstracts, 1996).
4. They do not bow to any authority. Members of Generation X do not 
automatical^ respect others merety because they possess authority. This attitude carries 
into all aspects of theft lives—work, home, and school. Many managers, teachers and 
parents are distressed at the lack of respect that they receive from the younger generation 
(Bradford and Raines, 1992). Generation Xers have learned that things often cannot be 
taken at face value. When given instructions at work or school, they often question the
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legitimacy of the request. Bradford and Raines (1992) state that Xers “want to know why 
they’re being asked to do things. They question authority and have a disregard for 
hierarchies'* (p. 37 ). This lack of respect can be attributed to several foctors, including the 
media. Television taught Xers at an early age that adults—m the form of advertisers, 
newscasters, politicians and occasionally parents, would exaggerate and lie m order to 
appeal to them or get them to cooperate with a request (Ritchie, 1995). Media Savvy Xers 
learned early not to trust television and, consequent^, not to trust adults—they were all 
trying to sell somethii%.
From this basic distrust, comes a basic lack of respect. Generation Xers do not 
automatically accept as true or right everything that they are told. This view causes them 
to openly question teachers, parents, and bosses. Peter Sacks (1996) has found there to be 
a dramatic difference in the attitudes of college students today from those of ten years 
ago. He states that students today have a postmodern attitude—they are distrustful of 
reason, authority, focts and objectivity. “As children of postmodemity, they seem 
implicit^ to distrust anything that purports to be a source of knowledge and authority” (p. 
124). While it can be said that Baby Boomers originated the concept of questioning 
authority with the student protests of the 1960s, they were generally questioning the entire 
structure of the social order for the purpose of attaining some sort of “good”—women’s 
rights, civil rights, free speech, etc.. Generation Xers tend to question not the status quo, 
but small issues like the foot that their boss told them to use a blue pen instead of a black 
pen. This exan^le is not meant to trivialize the questioning nature of Xers, but meant to 
demonstrate the degree to which they are willing to question those higher up on the 
hierarchy. They never quit asking “why?”
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This questbning of authority may also be due m part to a basic disrespect for the 
value systems of Baby Boomers, who possess the main positions of power at this time. 
Heath (1973) claims, “Values, the unking matter of society, are also used to divide as 
well as to unite and bring harmony” (p. 157). In this case, a disdam for the values of 
previous generations leaves Generation Xers with little respect for the people th ^  are 
supposed to revere.
5. They are media Savvy. Although Baby Boomers were the first generation to 
grow up with television, Xers were the “first to have grown up with a ‘mature’ medium 
that bombarded children with the harsh realities and dark desires of adult life. Hour after 
hour, day after day, 13ers eyes gazed upon countless imz^es of a sort Boomers never bad 
to confront at the same age” (Howe and Strauss, 1993, p. 64). In the early days of 
television—during Boomer’s childhoods—the whole fomily gathered around the television 
to watch the latest episode of Father Knows Best or Leave it to Beaver. It was an 
opportunity for the fomily to spend time together while watching “good, wholesome 
shows.” Ritchie (1995) says of the TV that Boomers watched:
In retrospect, early television reflects a naïve and somehow childlike view 
of the world. At the forefront of the great ’50s drive toward homogeneity, 
all television fomilies had two amusing parents, of the same white race, 
who if they slept at all, slept in twin beds. All women had the same job. (p.
64)
By the time Generation Xers came along, television viewing had changed in both 
style and in content. Ritchie (1995) states that “For many Xers, television was their 
babysitter, their entertainment, their teacher and their late night” (p. 86). Instead of the ftm
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fomily time spent gathered around the television, watching TV had become a way to keep 
children out of the parent’s way or a way to keep the children out of trouble after school 
while the parents were still at work. Television content had also changed dramatically by 
the time Xers became steady viewers. In contrast to the Boomer’s chiklhoods, television 
was now available 24 hours a day with hundreds of channels to choose from.
Unlike a Boomer in the old days, a 13er was armed with remote control 
and could zap-zap-zap his way through 78 channels o f sel^edited 
hyperspeed entertainment in which images mattered for more than words...
He could watch his TV spew out PG-rated words on prime-thne network 
shows, R-rated violence on cable, and X-rated sex if he had a VCR and a 
few bucks fi)r a rental (Howe and Strauss, 1993, p. 65)
In Generation Xers fictitious television world, Ozzie and Harriet had been replaced by The 
Simpsons and Father Knows Best was now Dallas and Knots Landing.
In addition to the content of the actual shows, advertising began to target younger 
audiences in the early 1970s—just as Generation Xers were getting theft first views of 
television. Ritchie (1995) states that “as very young children, they became the object of a 
media feeding firemy in which the networks exploited and abused theft willingness to 
believe and fed theft curiosity with bizarre plot lines, monster characters, and heroes 
designed not to inspire values, but to sell toys” (p. 87).
The result o f all this earty exposure to both television programs and advertising is 
that Xers have a skepticism about advertising and a loveXhate relationship with the media. 
Although television plays a large part in the daily lives of Xers, they view it with suspicion 
and are wary of advertising claims. Ritchie (1995) states that:
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Many of Generation X learned the hard way, at an earty age, that cereal 
that sounds so healthy may not be good for your teeth, that a new game 
does not guarantee that your fomily will gather around you in a happy, 
loving circle, that often the toy you want is too expensive for your mother 
to buy or much smaller than it looked on televisioiL They learned, m short, 
that television “lies.” (p. 96)
Marketers are currently perplexed by their efforts to sell products to Generation 
Xers. Xers are not onty wary of advertisers claims, they are repelled by blatant attempts to 
target them as an audience. Generation Xer, Cooperman (1995) says “We’ve embraced 
TV vernacular and ad taglines, but try to cash in on this foct and we won’t respond nicety. 
Our media Savvy makes it easy to detect commercials blatantly aimed at us” (p. 27).
While as children Xers soaked up the messages and the materialism that advertisers 
instilled in them, as adults they are conscious of the media and make active choices on 
which ads and programs to accept and which to ignore. They are no longer passive 
viewers; they actively seek out the information that they want and are interested in and 
quickly change the channel if somethmg does not interest them.
Baby Boomers, on the other hand, have been characterized as passive viewers of 
the media (Delli Carpini, 1986). While Xers actively change from channel to channel— 
watching a network show until commercial, then clickmg over to MTV or ESPN, then 
clicking back after commercial or maybe deciding to watch something else entirety—most 
Boomers put the television on the channel they have selected from the TV Guide and 
watch an entire show, if not the same channel, for several hours (Ritchie, 1995). They wül 
sit through an entire program that they are not particularly enjoying and never consider
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
27
changing the channel which is somethmg Xers rarely do. If a program foils to entertain at 
that exact moment, an Xer will find something on one of the other 50 channels that is 
entertaining. They are distrustful o f the media, but they know how to use it to fit their own 
particular needs and wants.
The five basic characteristics of Generation X that I have articulated here— 
cynicism, materialism, lack of commitment to both jobs and people, lack of respect for 
authority and media savvy—differ substantially fi»m those of previous generations of 
Americans. These values show a disillusionment with the belief m the American Dream. In 
contrast to the Baby Boom generation in particular, and older generations in general. 
Generation Xers do not have a value system that encourages them to believe in the 
promise of a bright, shiny future. The media, the decline of the fomily, and the current 
economic situation have all contributed to the general disillusionment of an entire 
generation.
Critics argue that it is pointless to group an entire generation of people together 
and stereotype them as having certain characteristics. Philip Loi^man (1993) criticized 
stereotyping of generations saying, “It’s a curious feature of our times that writers who 
would recoil fix)m sweeping generalizations about blacks, women and other broad social 
groups will glibly stereotype the different generations to which people belong” (p. AlO).
In a sense this is true. No one is saying that every single person bom between 1960 and 
1980 have all of these characteristics. What does seem to be true based on research and on 
actual contact with Generation Xers, is that many of the people bom in this birth cohort 
possess these cynical traits (Burke, 1994 and Bradford and Raines, 1991).
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According to Howe and Strauss, (1997) “A generation... is the aggregate o f all 
people bom over roughly the span ofa phase of life who share a common location in 
history and, hence, a common collective persona” (p. 16). Those bom within a generation 
tend to have similar values and similar belfefo because they have had similar experiences in 
terms of their history, media, and pop culture. The mass media, especialty, tends to give 
unity to members ofa generatioru Regardless of race, social class or education, chances 
are that almost every Generation Xer watched at least a few episodes of Sesame Street as 
a kid or has at least heard o f the latest alternative or rap group. In an age where many of 
America’s youth get their basic value systems not from their parents or churches, but from 
the media to which they are exposed, shared media experiences can serve as a strong 
unifier of vastly diverse groups of people (Reeves & Miller, 1978). Karen Schoemer 
( 1995) says of Generation X:
The ten^tation is to conclude that there is no Generation X, but we all 
know in our hearts that’s not tme. Somebody out there bought nearly a 
million copies of the new Pearl Jam album, “Vitalogy,” in its first week of 
release...Somebody watches “Melrose Place. ” And somebody—a lot—of 
people mourned Kurt Cobain, in profound, honest and deeply personal 
ways they will never share with anybody, (p. 32)
So, while it cannot be saki that all Xers are cynical and materialistic, it can be said that a 
large proportion of those bom in the 1960s and 1970s share many of the same values due 
to their common histories and that these values differ substantially from those of previous 
generations.
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VALUES IN SOCIETY 
Values serve many functions in a society. Among other thmgs, they serve as a 
unifier for those who possess similar values and a divider for those wdiose values differ. 
Values can be defined as “clusters of attitudes and beliefo, which are internalized through 
peer pressure...[and] are used normatively to achieve group cohesiveness and 
identification” (Heath, 1973, p. 148). According to Heath (1973), values “mark the 
boundaries of acceptable opinions, decisions and behavior” (pg. 149). While the values of 
an individual vary greatly firom one person to the next, researchers agree that the core 
values of Americans have generally remained consistent over the course of the history of 
the country (Steele & Redding, 1973 and Sillars, 1991). Sillars groups American values 
into six basic groups:
1. Puritan-Pioneer, which enq>hasizes hard work and selflessness. Duty and morality are 
positive values in this tystem.
2. Enlightenment, which Sillars claims to be the predominant value system in the United 
States, “stems from the belief that we live in an ordered world and that all activity is 
governed by laws similar to the laws of physics” (p. 139). Values such as democracy 
and freedom are emphasized in this system.
3. Progressive, which as the name inches, en^hasizes progress, change, in^rovement
and the future. Sillars states that progress is a “fundamental value in America” (pg.
29
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
30
139). Progressive values can be tfed to the concept of the Amerftan Dream where 
progress is seen as a way to improve the quality ofl%  for all Americans.
4. Transcendental values revolve around humanitarian acts and the love of all people, 
these values are often associated with the Hippies of the 1960s. Sillars states that these 
values are limited to small groups. Common to Baby Boomers in the 1960s, this value 
system foded as Batty Boomers began to get jobs and assùnilate into American 
corporate culture.
5. Personal success values emphasize personal achievement and success. This value 
system also stresses materialism. This is the least social of all the value systems. Many 
Baby Boomers seem to have discovered personal success values after they gave up the 
transcendental values of their college days.
6. Collectivist values are similar to those of socialists or communists, they rely on the 
idea of collective action to take care of the masses. Collectivist values, along with 
transcendental values, tend to be more evident m subcultures than in mainstream 
American society. (Sillars, 1991).
The above value clusters, while diverse, represent the main value systems found in 
previous generations of Americans. What these value systems have in common—except 
for transcendental and collectivist values, which as already stated are not common in the 
mainstream—is a reliance on “modernism.” The foundations of modernism rest on the 
belief in reason, science, progress and individual freedom. Objectivity, focts and truth are 
emphasized in modem value systems. For most of the history of the United States this idea 
of modernism has dominated the value systems of the American public.
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In the early 1970s a major shift in American values began to take place. People 
began to move away from the six classic value systems and move into a system of 
postmodern values. Sacks (1996) states that “there is something profoundly changed and 
changing in American socfoty. A rather disjointed, wholly unorganized break fi’om the past 
has occurred, and observers... have called this phenomenon ‘postmodernism.’ Columbia 
University’s Andreas Hitysssen calls the break ‘a noticeable shift in sensibility, practices 
and discourse’” (p. 115). Postmodernism, though difficult to give an exact definition, can 
be called a breaking away and loathing for the modem. One of the prevailing attitudes in 
postmodernism is cynicism. The postmodem individual has a tendency toward relativism 
and subjectivity, distrust of institutions such as universities and the government, and 
believes in the sanctity of pop culture and mass produced images and the dominance of 
entertainment values (Sacks, 1996, p. 117). The only thing that is trusted in postmodem 
thought is the self. Lawrence Grossberg (1992) says of postmodemity;
The postmodem condition manifests the increasingly distant and precarious 
relations between affect on the one hand and ideology on the other. It 
reflects the historical appearance of an expanding series of mptures or g ^s 
between these planes, between the available meanmgs, values and objects 
of desire which socially organize our existence and identity, and the 
possibilities for affectively investing in them.... It is increasingly difficult to 
locate places where it is possible to care about something enough, to have 
enough foith that it matters, so that one can actualty make a commitment to 
it and invest oneself in it. It has become increasingly difficult, or perhaps 
irrelevant, to differentiate between reality and its images, and most of the
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traditional values and pleasures (love, fomily, sex) which may have given 
people’s lives some meaning or purpose have become treacherous traps 
which never seem to deliver on their promise, (p. 222)
While it is true that society in general is movft% toward a postmodern system of 
values—cynicism, distrust in institutions, etc.—Generation X has been called “the first 
fully postmodern cohort of Americans... they are the product of their culture and o f their 
place in history.” (Sacks, 1996, p. 110). They are the first generation of Americans to 
distrust and disrespect authority and reason on a large scale. Baby Boomers challenged the 
system in terms of trying to make changes to the status quo in order to make the tystem 
better in terms of civil rights, women’s rights, students rights, etc..
Xers, on the other hand, do not challenge authority in the form of protests to make 
conditions better for others. They challenge authority on a more personal basis by putting 
their foet on their desks in class or questioning assignments given to them by their 
managers at work. Xers have a for more deep-rooted distrust and disrespect of everyone, 
but especially those in positions of authority, which includes the media and the 
government. While Generatfon Xers teamed early not to trust television and advertising, 
they also learned not to trust the integrity o f institutions.
For many Xers one of the first clear memories they have of the government was 
Richard Nixon’s resignation. Those too young to remember Nixon remember the sight of 
the government’s billion dollar space shuttle, the Challenger, blowing up and killing not 
only astronauts, but a civilian teacher as well. The ever-present media shaped Generation 
X’s value systems by showing them a very different view of reality than other generations 
had to deal with as children. While older generations may have heard about corrupt
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politicians and terrible disasters in their youth. Generation Xers got to watch foil-color 
footage of government officials making fools of themselves and people being blown up in 
midair for weeks after the events actually occurred. Pervasive media coverage taught Xers 
that technology and people were follible and were not to be trusted. Cynicism and 
suspicion were learned earty and incorporated into Generation Xers value system.
Also in terms of postmodernism, Xers have a huge affinity for pop culture. As 
modem technology makes the world increasingty homogeneous, pop culture is the only 
culture that many of today’s young people are fomiliar with. For a generation who grew 
up watching television and listening to Sony Walkmans to shut out the rest of the world, 
pop culture was one of the major socialÊation agents, and thus is one of the main things 
that members of Generation X look to as a unifier of their generation. Whereas once 
television ftmctioned solely as a means o f entertainment, for Generation X television also 
served as a baby-sitter, teacher and best fiiend. Many children of divorce or dual-career 
fomilies had to rely on Bratfy Bunch reruns to teach them values and social skills because 
their parents did not have time to personally teach these things. Generation Xers’ fondness 
for pop culture is apparent in many aspects of life fi’om advertisements targeting 
Generation X that show people playing pool while talking about Gilligan’s Island 
characters to the recent fod of wearing t-shirts with logos for products such as Bubble 
and Spam.
It is evident that there has been a dramatic shift in the dominant value system in the 
United States in the last few years. While the shift has taken place throughout society, it 
seems to be most apparent in the members of Generation X because they were the first to 
be socialized from infoncy to possess postmodern values. Older generations, such as Baby
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Boomers, were brought up to believe in the classic American values of hard work, truth 
and equality. They generally obtained theft cynical attitudes only after becoming 
disillusioned with the prevailing system—it was not a value present in early childhood. As 
such, 1 contend that Generation X constitutes a social movement toward postmodern 
values in general and cynicism in particular. The days of the belief in the American Dream 
are gone and have been replaced by a distrust of everythn% and everyone.
Generation X as a Social Movement 
While traditionally social movements have been viewed as protest movements in 
which an organized group works together in order to change the established order, there 
are broader ways in which to look at the phenomenon of social movements. Ron Eyerman 
and Andrew Jamison ( 1995) study social movements from the point of view of “the 
distinctive forms of social activity which are at work m processes of cultural 
transformation, by which we mean not merety changes in individual value orientation and 
life-style, but also revisions of national, or collective, identities and cultural registers” (p. 
450). Eyerman and Jamison look at the cognitive aspects of the social movement; 
collective action is not necessary to form a social movement, just a collective change of 
values or ideologies—an intellectual-based movement as opposed to a protest-based 
movement. From this point of view, there is no question that Generation X could be 
considered a social movement. Though it was not a conscious effort on the part of people 
of this age cohort, they are the first generation of people to eschew the dominant value 
systems that have been present in the United States almost since its inceptiotL The values 
of equality, democracy and the work ethic that this country was founded on generally have
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little meaning to today’s youth. Xers see equality and democracy as corrupted and do not 
put much foith in any system that relies heavily on the government. Unlike the Baby 
Boomers who tried to fight the injustices they encountered. Generation Xers tend to 
accept the injustkes and develop a cynkal attitude toward life. Rather than trymg to fix 
the world’s problems, they fi>cus on their own individual problems. As a group. 
Generation X has become disillusioned with the dominant values o f American society and 
has undergone a collective change in value systems.
McGee was among the first to propose this different view of social movements in 
relation to communication studies. McGee (1980a) stated that:
If the study of movement is ever to become a “distmctive theoretical 
domain” I believe that it must be as a “hermeneutic” theory, not as a purely 
“behavioraT theory. I would like to seek an account of human 
consciousness, not an account of human organizational behavior, (p. 241- 
242)
McGee (1980a) contends that one way to study the consciousness of the 
participants of a movement is to study their rhetoric. He claims that “when people use new 
words—or obviousty attribute new meaning to old words—we can assume that 
consciousness of their environment has ‘moved’ by measure of the differences in 
descriptors themselves or in meanings” (p. 243).
Condit and Lucahes (1991) take a similar view of social movements in that they 
see movements as a process of social change over time. Accordingly, they state that for a 
movement to be present there needs to be a collective consciousness that it exists. They 
concur with McGee (1980b) that “if a collective consciousness exists, it must be
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‘empirkaUy present,’ ftself a thing obvious to those who participate in h, or, at least, 
empirically manifested in the language which communicates it” (p. 4). As such, Condit and 
Lucaites suggest that to study a movement, one should study “the changes in the form and 
meaning of the public vocabulary over the course o f the historical and lived experiences to 
the members of a collectivity” ( p. 1). In definh% a social movement it is necessary to 
study the “larger cultural significance of the dialectical engagement effected by such 
groups...” (p. I).
Both McGee and Condit and Lucaites propose that the way to study the rhetoric 
of a group and how it charges over the course of time is to study cultural artifocts—such 
as government documents, newspapers, etc.. One o f the problems m studying Generation 
X is that it is a current cultural phenomenon. As such, cultural artifocts are somewhat 
limited. We have yet to see Xers come into many positions o f power in which they would 
leave behind rhetorical statements which could be anatyzed or con^ared to those of 
previous generations. At this point, the main sources of rhetorical artifects that are 
available for Generation Xers reside in the realm of the mass media and pop culture; 
Consequently, For this particular study I have chosen to look at alternative (or grunge) 
rock as the rhetoric o f Generation X.
Music as Rhetoric
According to Chaffee (1985),“Listening to music is the most universal form of 
mass communication behavior, requiring neither literacy nor advanced electronic media”
(p. 416). Often, however, music is not studied as a form of communication. Lull (1985) 
hypothesizes that this is because in “highly developed societies where communication
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research is undertaken, music is more the cultural domain o f the young. Adults in these 
societies are likely to enjoy musk from a distance, as a background medium or cultural 
event to be appreciated as an audknce member” (p. 371). Younger people, on the other 
hand, give music a central place in their lives and use it as a basic tool o f communication. 
Music is communication in the sense that “recorded or publicty performed musk speaks 
directly to society as a cultural form” (Lull, 1985, p. 364). Through music young people 
learn socialization into their peer group by learning of the values and kleologies of others 
their age. At the same time that the music teaches values, it also reflects the values of 
those creating the music. In musical forms such as alternative rock, the values of the 
audience and the performers are often similar because the performers are generally close 
to the same age as the audience (under 30).
As postmodern values begin to take over in the United States and pop culture 
becomes an increasingly inqwrtant part of people’s lives, music is playing an ever 
increasing role in society. Grossberg (1992) states that “it is increasingly visible, not only 
as an economic force, but as a powerful force of education and socialization, and as one of 
the primary ways in which people make sense o f themselves, theft lives and the world” (p. 
69).
Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972) argue for music as a rhetorical form by listing 
several qualities of music: (1.) The artist in engaged in a rhetorical act because he or she is 
manipulating a symbol system in order to reflect and modify the dominant values of the 
audience; (2.) Music is capable of generating rhetorical impact because the music 
influences the listener in modifying judgments about philosophical, religious, and aesthetic 
values; (3.) Music changes the form of the message from the normal discursive state. A
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message delivered in a musical form possesses a more diverse and more intense appeal It 
appeals to all the senses as opposed to just the intellect as the spoken word does; and (4.) 
The credibility of the musical artifact influences the level o f interaction between the 
audience and the message (p. 272-273).
Music has long been associated with youth rebellion. The style of the different 
types of music as well as the lyrics o f the music have been used to divide and separate 
generations. The 1920s saw jazz as a form of rebellion, the 1950s had rock and roll and 
the 1960s had protest songs associated with the student movements. In the 1920s and the 
1950s much of the rebellion associated with the music had to do as much with the foshions 
and lifestyles of the performers and the audience as with the music itself. With the advent 
of 1960s protest songs, the emphasis of the rebellion became the rhetoric of the songs— 
the lyrics. This is also true o f 1990s alternative rock. Although the “grunge” feshion craze 
of flannel shirts and Doc Marten boots gained popularity for about six months, the appeal 
of the music lies in the lyrics of the music. Kirschner (1994) asserts that the popularity of 
alternative relies on the identification of the audience with the songs lyrics which stress 
alienation and despair.
Alternative Rock
Alternative rock “appeared” nationalty around 1991, though it had been popular 
for several years in Seattle. Sharon Mazzarella (1995) says of alternative music, 
“...emerging out of Seattle, Washington, in the late 1980s-early 1990s grunge rock 
(described by some as an amalgam of punk and pop) took the music world by storm” (p.
1). Alternative rock is simultaneously very similar and very different fi’om the rock of the
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1960s through 1980s. Like earlier rock, alternative is based mainty on guitars, bass and 
drums. The sound is similar to that of 1980s heavy metal (Le., Black Sabbath and Guns 
and Roses), but uses a lower tone (i.e.. The Doors). Kftschner describes alternative music
as;
Often ugly music , in which the vocals lack the catchy, mellifluous 
melodies practiced by the Brits during the past decade. [They] borrow from 
the punk/rap aesthetics and scream, shout and growl the vocals. The 
overall effect, when music and lyrics are combmed is a very non-pop 
sounding music. It is the antithesis of Michael Jackson or Madonna.
Another interesting feature...is that it is almost exclusively American, (p.
74)
In terms of both sound and style, alternative rock is often con^ared to punk. 
Kirschner states that alternative shares “punk’s stripped down performance style and 
antipop ideology” (p. 75). Peter Wicke (1990) states that punk was “lull of cynicism with 
none of the naïve innocence of the Beatles Love Me Do’” (p. 17). This cynicism, of 
course, can also be found in alternative rock. Despite sùnilarities, the two genres differ in 
several substantial ways. Punk was a foirly politkal music—h de&ntety had a message that 
the bands were trying to get across. Simon Frith (1981) says that “the music was taken to 
represent the conscfousness of workup-class youth” (p. 159). Alternative, on the other 
hand, is not necessarily trymg to convey any message to the audknce. In keeping with 
their creators generally postmodern value systems, alternative songs tend to deal more 
with the self than with any sort of broad societal problem. Songs have a tendency to relate 
the personal experiences and feelings of the writers without necessarily attempting to get
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any sort o f deeper meaning across. In an analysis ofNftvana’s music Duane R. Fish (1995) 
concluded that:
It is evident from analysis o f [Kurt] Cobain’s songs that they are not meant 
to be an expression o f the aipst o fa generation; rather, they represent Kurt 
Cobain’s personal anxietks. The expression is not a general confusion; 
instead it is an expression of Cobain’s frustration with his own shuatioiL If 
his lyrics resonated with others, it was sünply because they had similar 
feelings not because he was trying to speak for anyone but himself (p. 97).
This can be said of many popular alternative songs. The foct that the bands’ rhetoric 
touches a chord with the audience is due to similar life experiences of the audience and the 
bands—including divorce, disillusionment, and feelings of alienation—not due to a 
conscious attempt to get a message to the audience.
Another way in which alternative differs substantialty from punk is in its popularity 
and acceptance. Throughout its lifespan, punk remained a subculture within the larger 
rock culture. Alternative, however, started out on the fringes of rock culture and worked 
its way into becoming the mainstream. Kirschner (1994) m aintains that “there has been a 
fundamental change in youth culture, a significant re-articulation, that allowed alternative 
to become mainstream” (p. 83). Basicalty, the timing and the mood of the public was right 
for alternative to become popular and change the mainstream Kirschner attributes this to 
“an increase in disaffected youth” who were not present in the days of punk (p. 85). There 
are, actualty, several artists formerly associated with punk who now get radio play on the 
alternative stations, whereas in the 1980s they were relegated to the ranks of punk 
subculture. Among these artists are Suicidal Tendencies, the Butthole Surfers, and Henry
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Rollins. These artists have been able to come into the mamstream because the basic 
definition of what constitutes “mainstream” has changed along with the values o f those 
who make up the listening audience.
Conclusion
This chapter has attempted to demonstrate several different ideas: (1.) Values in the 
United States have remained relatively unchanged over the course of the history of the 
country. The “modem” values generally associated with the United States have served to 
unite disparate groups of people as well as different generations. In the last 25 years, 
however, there has been a shift away from the modem values to postmodem values with 
members of Generation X being the prime example of this shift; (2.) Due to the dramatic 
shift in values that has taken place, members of Generation X could be viewed as a social 
movement in the sense of a social movement being a collective change in values or 
ideologies—as opposed to a protest movement. McGee and Condit and Lucaites suggest 
that the way to study such social movements is to examine changes in discourse over time; 
(3.) Music can be seen as a form o f rhetoric that expresses the values of its listeners. As 
such, I propose to study alternative music as the rhetoric of Generation X.
In Chapter 4 ,1 will conduct a cluster analysis of song lyrics from two popular 
bands—The Rolling Stones, who represent Baby Boomer values, and Pearl Jam to 
represent Generation X values. The anatysis will illustrate the changes that have taken 
place m music rhetoric in the last twenty-five years.
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ANALYSIS OF LYRICS 
Cluster criticism is a method developed by Kenneth Burke to “discover a rhetor’s 
world view and thus identify a motive” (Foss, 1989, p. 368). In cluster criticism the 
meanings that key symbols have for the rhetor are discovered by identifying frequently 
used symbols and charting the clusters of words that surround them. According to Burke: 
The work of every writer contains a set of implicit equations. He uses 
“associational clusters.” And you may, by examming his work, find “what 
goes with what” in these clusters—what kmds of acts and ims^es and 
personalities and situations go with his notions of heroism, vOlany,
consolation, despair, etc The motivation from which he writes is
synonymous with the structural way in which he puts events and values 
together when he writes. (1941, p. 20)
Based on Burke’s concepts, Foss (1989) outlines four steps in cluster anafysis:
1. Identification of key terms in the rhetorical artifoct. Those terms that appear to be 
most in^rtan t to the rhetor are selected on the basis of frequency or intensity. A term 
that is used fiequentfy by a rhetor is “likely to be a key term in that person’s thought 
and rhetoric” (p. 368). Analysis o f key terms should be limited to three or four of the 
most commonly used terms. Key terms can often be klentified as “God” and “Devil”
42
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terms. God terms ate those that represent the rhetor’s view of what is ideal or perfect. 
Devil terms are those that represent what is negative or evil to the rhetor.
2. Charting of clusters. Once the key terms have been identified, the words that cluster 
around the key terms are analyzed. The context in which the key terms are used helps 
identify the rhetor’s vfew of the key term.
3. Discovery of patterns in the clusters. The critic tries to find patterns in “the 
associations or linkages in the previous charting of clusters” (p. 369). If the rhetor 
often associates a particular word with a key term, the critic can mfer that the key 
term’s meaning is modified or influenced by the associated term. The critic may also 
do an agon analysis in which opposing terms are examined to determiae whether there 
is a “conflict or tension in the rhetor’s world view that must be resolved” (p. 369).
4. Naming motive. The last step is to examine the patterns that emerge and attempt to 
name the rhetor’s motive for producing the rhetoric. Several motives will probabfy be 
possible and it is the critic’s task to choose the one for which there is the most support 
and evidence.
In order to illustrate the changes in rhetoric over the period of the last twenty-five 
years, this chapter will perform cluster analyses of the songs of two bands, the Rolling 
Stones and Pearl Jam. The Rolling Stones were chosen because of their popularity with 
Baby Boomers fi’om the 1960s until the present and Pearl Jam because of their popularity 
among Generation Xers. For this particular anafysis onfy songs that made it into Billboard 
Magazine's top 10 charts will be used. To do an analysis of all the songs of the Rolling 
Stones (who have released 39 albums—only a few of which are compilations) and Pearl 
Jam would take much more time and space than is permitted for a thesis. Also in defense
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of using these limited songs, their appearance in the top 10 charts shows that these were 
the most popular, most fiequently radio-played songs, and thus these were the songs that 
the general, non-album buying publk was fomiliar with ami identified with. In short, these 
are the songs that made both bands popular and that fens associate with the bands.
The Rolling Stones
The Rolling Stones were formed in 1961 ly  Mick Jagger, who sings lead vocals 
and writes the lyrics to most of their songs, and Keith Richards, who plays guitar and 
writes most of the music. Brian Jones, BQl Wyman and Charlie Watts were also members 
of the band or^inally. Jones was replaced in 1968 by Mick Taylor, who was replaced by 
Ron Wood in 1973.
Besides their music, the band members, especialfy Jagger and Richards, were well 
known for their personal antics, including rampant drug use and a long line of women in 
and out of their personal lives. The Rolling Stones were the epitome of the rock star image 
in the 1960s and 1970s. Jagger remembers the band’s early years by saying, ‘Tt was eating 
and drinkmg and takmg drugs and having sex. It was just part of life” (Wenner, 1995, p. 
53).
Although their personal lives have toned down a bit, the Rolling Stones continue 
to be a force in rock music. More than twenty-five years after the formation of the band, 
they continue to have a loyal folio wir% of fens—especially among those in the Baby Boom 
generation. Though often ostracized because of their ages, they continue to put out new 
material and to sell vast numbers of records and sell out concerts (Cohen, 1994).
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Between the years 1965 and 1981, the Rolling Stones had twelve songs on 
Billboard's top 10 list (Whitburn, 1993). These songs were: “Satfefection,” “Get Off My 
Cloud,” “Paint It Black,” “19“* Nervous Breakdown,” “Ruby Tuesday,” “Jumpin’ Jack 
Flash,” “Honky Tonk Women,” “Brown Sugar,” “Angie,” “Mss You,” “Emotional 
Rescue,” and “Start Me Up.” Analysis of these twelve songs isolated three main clusters 
of themes that ran thro*%h most of the songs: Women, satisfection, and sex.
Women
Themes dealing with women fell mto one of three categories: Breakup up with or 
leaving women, women as mothers, and controlling or being controlled by women. By fer 
the most dominant theme in the songs that were looked at was the concept of women 
leaving. The key term “miss you” appears frequently in several songs. “Paint It Black,” 
“Ruby Tuesday,” “Angie,” and “Miss You” all specifically deal with a woman leaving and 
the man’s sadness over the departure. The song “Miss You” deals with a woman who has 
recently left the relationship and a man who is trymg to cope with the loss (All Rolling 
Stones Lyrics from Get Yer Ya Ya’s Out, 1997):
Well, I’ve been haunted in my sleep 
You’ve been starring in ny dreams 
Lord I miss You 
I’ve been waiting m the ball 
Been waiting on your call 
When the phone rings 
While some songs deal with women leaving as the result of the break up of a 
relationship, “Paint it Black” deals with a woman leaving because she dies:
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I see a line of cars and they’re all painted black 
With flowers and my love, both never to come back 
I see people turn thefr heads and quickfy look away 
Like a new bom baby it just happens every day 
This song can be interpreted as representmg the actual death of a female or as representing 
the metaphorical death of a relationship. In either case, the Ime “Like a new bom baby it 
just happens every day” seems to illustrate the Rolling Stones’ view that both people and 
relationships are transient and not to be relied upon.
Except for “Angie” in which the man is endmg the relationship, the songs mainly 
deal with a woman who is responsible for the separation. Were these songs all on one 
album, I might attribute this to a breakup in the song-writer’s life. The songs, however, 
were written and recorded over the course of several years. This seems to indicate that 
rather than dealing with one specific incident, the songs represent a general distrust of 
women’s intentions to remain m love relationships.
The second theme that runs through the songs in terms of women is that of women 
in the role of mother. Three of the songs pamt unflattering portraits of women as mothers. 
In “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” the Rolling Stones sing:
1 was raised by a toothless, bearded hag 
1 was schooled with a s tr^  right across my back 
But its all right now, in feet, it’s a gas 
This song reflects a person dealing with a bad childhood by gettmg on with life as 
reflected in the line, “It’s all right now,” which is repeated throughout the song. “19*
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Nervous Breakdown,” on the other hand, reffects an opposing view—that of a person 
unable to rise above childhood circumstances who is havmg a nervous breakdown:
When you were a  child you were treated kmd 
But you were never brought up right
You were always spoiled with a thousand toys but still you cried all night I
Your mother who neglected you owes a million dollars tax ^
And your fether’s still perfecting ways of m aking ceiling wax 
You better stop, look around, here it comes, here it comes 
Here it comes. Here comes your 19* nervous breakdown 
These two songs, as well as others, portray a negative view of mothers. Terms 
associated with mothering such as “ma” and “mother” seem to represent devil terms for 
the rhetor. Songs dealing with motherhood generally portray the mothers as “hags” and 
sluts. They do, however, seem to feel ambiguous over whether or not an individual is able 
to overcome a bad childhood or if he or she will be scarred for life. What is clear, though, 
is that mothers and mothering are not looked upon fevorably m these songs.
The third way in which the songs deal with the subject of women is in terms of 
control In this category, they seem to be split over whether the man or the woman is in 
control in a relationship. In “Brown Sugar” the Rolling Stones sing:
Scarred old slaver knows he’s doin’ alright 
Hear him whip the women just around midnight 
Brown Sugar, how come you taste so good 
Brown Sugar, just like a young girl should
V*
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These lyrics indicate that the man is m control with the whip. Use of the word “should” in 
the phrase “like a young gurl should” mdicates the view that it is a woman’s role to be 
subservient to men.
“Emotional Rescue” portrays a man vying for control of a woman as Jagger 
chants over and oven
You will be mine, mme, mine, mme, mine, all mme 
You could be mine, could be mine 
Be mine, all mine
In this instance, the woman is being viewed not as an mdividual, but as an object that is to 
be possessed by the man.
On the other end of the control issue are soi^s such as “Ruby Tuesday” and “19* 
Nervous Breakdown” where the woman is in control of the relationship or there is 
ambiguify about who is in control In “Ruby Tuesday” the band discusses a woman that 
was uncontrollable:
Don’t question why she needs to be so free 
She’ll tell you it’s the only way to be 
She can’t be chained to a life
Where nothing’s gained and nothing’s lost at such a cost 
The rest of the song says that the woman has left and will be missed. In this case the man 
expresses an inability to control the woman in his life, so he just lets her go.
“19* Nervous Breakdown” clearly illustrates the ambiguity about whether the man 
or the woman is in control in a relationship:
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You were stQl in school when you had that fool who realty messed your mind 
And after that you turned your back on treating people kmd 
On our first trip I tried so hard to rearrai^e your mmd 
But after while I realized you were disarrangmg mine.
This song illustrates a shift in who is in control It starts with the “fool who realty messed 
your mind,” then proceeds to another man trying to have control until he eventually 
realizes the woman is really in control The frequency and ambiguity with which these 
songs deal with the issue o f control indicates that control in a relationship was an 
important issue that represented conflicting views for Jagger.
What all the Rollh% Stones soi%s that deal with women seem to have in common 
is a general dislike and distrust of women. Women leaving, mothers portrayed as “hags,” 
and trying to control women all seem to represent the misogynist views of the Rolling 
Stones. The songs portray a negative view of women as unreliable and uncontrollable. 
Satisfaction
Several of the songs deal with personal satisfection or lack thereof The most 
obvious example of this would be the song “Satisfection.” The songs repeats over and 
over:
1 can’t get no satisfection, I can’t get no satisfoction 
Cause I try and I try and 1 try and 1 try 
I can’t get no, I can’t get no...
Beyond this obvious exanq)le, several other songs deal with the same theme.
“Angie” deals with a lack of satisfoction in a relationship, as well as with their financial 
situation. The chorus repeats:
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But, Angie, Angie, ain’t it time we sakl goodbye?
With no loving in our souls and no mon^ in our coats 
You can’t say we re satisfied 
Both “Satisfection” and “Get off my Cloud” deal with the band’s lack of 
satisfection due to other people annoying them. “Get off my Cloud” states;
The telephone is ringing 
I say “Hi, it’s me, who is this on the line ”
A voice says “Hi, hello, how are you?’
Well, I guess I’m doing fine
He says “It’s three A.M., there’s too much noise
Don’t you people ever go to bed? Just ^cause you feel so good.
Do you have to drive me out of my head?
I says Hey! You! get off my cloud 
Don’t hang around ‘cause two’s a crowd 
On my cloud, baby
The Rolling Stones seem to be on a quest for personal satisfection, but others are getting 
in the way by attempting to enforce the basic rules of acceptable behavior. In response, 
they seek to purposely break the rules of established behavior in order to fulfill their need 
for happiness. They challenge the rules by drinking, taking drugs and having sex with any 
woman who is willing.
They not only want to break the rules, they do not want to be bothered by anyone 
telling them what to do or think. The song “Satisfection” finds the Rolling Stones annoyed 
at the media for trying to tell them what to do:
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When I’m watchm’ my TV and that man comes on to tell me 
How white my shirts can be 
Well, he can’t be a man
Cause he don’t smoke the same cigarettes as me 
I can’t get no, oh, no, no, no, hey, hey, hey 
That’s what I say
As in “Get off my Cloud,” “Satisfection” portrays the Rolling Stones as resentfiil of 
people telling them what they should be doing—be it using a certain laundry detergent or 
not making too much noise at night. They are clearly rebelling against the established 
order and feel that the rules of others are interfering with their rights and their personal 
sense of satisfection.
Sex
The third common theme that runs through the lyrics of RoUii^ Stones soi^s is 
the quest for sex. Perhaps because the women in his life kept leaving, the rhetor is 
preoccupied with finding someone to have sex with him “Start me up,” which is the most 
blatant of the sex songs, deals with attempting to persuade a woman to have sex with him 
by using an engine analogy;
If you start it up
Kick on the starter give it all you got, you got 
I can’t compete with the riders in the other heats 
If you rough it up 
If you like it you can slide it up
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Don’t make a grown man cry 
My eyes dflate, ny lips go green 
My hands are greasy 
She’s a mean, mean machme 
“Satisfection” also laments a lack of sex, and therefore a lack of satisfection:
When I’m ridin’ round the world, and I’m doin’ this and I’m signin’ that
And I’m tryin’ to make some girl, who tells me baby
Better come back later next week, cause you see I’m on a losing streak.
In general, women seem to be the primary subject of Rolling Stones songs. In all 
three major themes—women, satisfection, and sex—women are the main focus of the 
songs. Accounts of the Rolling Stones’ personal lives suggest that the members of the 
band—especially Jagger and Richards—bad a steady stream of women in and out of their 
lives (Wenner, 1995 and Norman, 1984). Although he has had many high profile 
relationships over the course of the last two decades, Jagger’s lyrics would seem to 
indicate that he does not hold women in very high regard except in terms of helping him 
achieve personal satisfection through sex.
Pearl Jam
Pearl Jam formed in 1991. The band came into existence after the heroine 
overdose of Andrew Wood of the group Mother Love Bone forced band members Stone 
Gossard and Jeff Ament to look for a new band. They recruited guitarist Mike McCready 
and drummer Dave Abbruzzese. Eventually mutual fiiend Jack Irons (who recently
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replaced Abbruzzese on drums) introduced the band to lead singer and song-writer Eddie 
Vedder and Pearl Jam was bom.
The bands first album. Ten, was released in 1991 and was an immediate hit. The 
loud, droning bass and intensely personal lyrics struck a chord with the alienated youth of 
the 1990s (Crowe, 1993). Beyond Pearl Jam’s music and lyrics, the public was interested 
in the band because of the image they portrayed. Unlike Mick Jagger’s love of the 
spotlight, Eddie Vedder played the role o f the shy, self-conscious man not quite 
comfortable with his rock star status. Vedder did very few interviews, rarely looked up at 
the audience during concerts, and never made eye contact with his interviewers. Vedder 
also gained audience sympathy by being quite vocal about his less-than-ideal childhood 
with an abusive stepfiither (Crowe, 1993).
The band was so opposed to both the rock-star-image and the corporate structure 
of the music business that after their first album they refused to make any more videos for 
MTV and attempted to fight Ticketmaster’s system of selling concert tickets. While critics 
warned that these actions would hurt Pearl Jam’s album sales, their albums have continued 
to sell millions of copies and to debut as number one on Billboard’s charts (Colapinto, 
1996, November 28).
A review of Pearl Jam songs found that they have had eight top ten songs on 
Billboard’s charts. The songs are “Alive,” “Jeremy, ” “Daughter,” “Dissident” “I Got ID/ 
Long Road,” “Corduroy,” “Better Man,” and “Who You Are.” Examination of the lyrics 
of these songs found three key themes running through them: Loneliness/Existential crisis, 
childhood, and male/fomale relationships.
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Loneliness/Existential Crisis
Two common and interrelated themes that run through Pearl Jam songs are the 
themes of being alone and questioning one’s own existence. While some of the songs treat 
being alone and questfoning existence separately, in most instances the themes appear 
together. These two themes are interrelated in the sense that since the rhetor feels alone 
and alienated from others in the world, he looks for a more spiritual sense of existence and 
looks for a higher power to tell him the answers to his questions. He feels that he has no 
one in his life to whom he can look to for answers and truths about life. In all of the songs 
the key term “alone” seems to fonction as a devil term. The songs express a fear of being 
alone. In “Corduroy” Vedder sings (all Pearl Jam tyrics from The Unofficial Pearl Jam 
Songbook, 1997):
It ain’t supposed to just fiin 
Oh, 1 live and die, let it be done 
I figure I’ll be damned, all alone like I began 
In this song, being alone is equated with being damned, as if being alone forever would be 
the rhetor’s own personal view of helL
The key term “alone” is also mentioned “ 1 Got ID/Long Road”:
An enq)ty shell seems so easy to crack 
Got all these questions, don’t know who 1 could even ask 
So I’ll just lie alone and wait for the dream 
Where I’m not ugly and you’re looking at me 
This song again equates being alone with being unhappy. This song also indicates a need 
for some guidance in the line “Got all these questions, don’t know who I could even ask.”
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This same theme of having questions about life and existence, but not being sure 
who to ask is brought up n  “Alive”:
Is something wrong she said 
Well of course there is 
You’re still alive she said 
Oh, but do I deserve to be 
Is that the question
And if so who answers, who answers?
In this song, the lonely and alienated individual questions his place in the world and if he 
even deserves to have a place m the world. The same theme runs through the song, “Who 
You Are”:
Just a little time before we leave 
Stoplight plays its part 
So I would say, you’ve got a part 
What’s your part? Who are you?
You are who, who you are 
The interrelationship between the lonely and existential themes indicates a reliance 
o f the two terms upon one another. Vedder seems to feel alone and alienated in the world 
and is seeking his role in society and in life in general In his search for his place in the 
world, he looks for someone—probably a higher power—to give him guidance and to 
answer his questions about his existence. He wants someone to tell him “who he is” and to 
justify his being.
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Childhood
Family matters are a common theme in Pearl Jam Lyrics. The terms son, daughter, 
mother, and fether appear frequently in the lyrics. Generalty a not-very-flattering view of 
the family is taken. In “Daughter,” they smg;
Don’t call me daughter, not fit to 
The picture kept will remind me 
Don’t call me...
She holds the hand that holds her down 
She will rise above
This song portrays a daughter’s unwillingness to be associated with her mother due to 
mistreatment as a child. She views the mother as “not fit to” be her mother.
Another song that deals with the femily is “Alive,” a song which song-writer,
Eddie Vedder, has said in interviews is autobiographical (Crowe, 1993, p. 56). The song 
begins:
Son, she said, have I got a little story for you 
What you thought was your daddy, was nothin’ but...
While you were sitting home alone at age thirteen 
Your real daddy was dyin’, sorry you didn’t see him, but I’m glad we talked 
The son feels betrayed by his mother’s lie about who his real fether was and begins to 
question his own existence and if he has the “right” to be alive.
Pearl Jam deals with the subject of child abuse and neglect and its effects on 
children in “Jeremy”:
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At home, drawing pictures, of mountaintops with him on top 
Lemin (sic) yellow sun, arms raised in a V 
The dead lay in pools of maroon below 
Daddy didn’t give attention 
Oh, to the feet that Mommy didn’t care 
King Jeremy, the wicked, ruled his world 
Jeremy spoke in class today 
All the songs deafe% with femily relationships present a view of the child as ignored, 
deceived or abused. Parents are seen as evil people who do not take their parental 
responsibilities seriously. These songs seem to mmror the troubled childhood that Vedder, 
who writes most of the songs, has often referred to in interviews (Crowe, 1993 and 
Colapinto, 1996). His miserable childhood experiences express themselves through his 
song writing.
Male/Female Relationships
The third common theme in Pearl Jam songs is women and male/female 
relationships. Unlike previous generations of rock songs that dealt with relationships in the 
typical love song format of either chasing after the girl or the breakup of a relationship. 
Pearl Jam looks at relationships in the third person instead o f the first—usually fix)m the 
point of view of the woman. In “Better Man” they sing:
Waiting, watching the clock, it’s four o’clock, it’s got to stop 
Tell him, take no more, she practices her speech 
As he opens the door, she roUs over
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Pretends to sleep as he looks her over 
She lies and says she’s in love with him, can’t find a better man 
This song looks at the foiling relationship from the point o f view of the woman who is 
suffering, but is too weak to get on with her life by telling the man that the relationship is 
over. Instead, she convinces herself that she loves the man and must stay with him because 
she would not be able to find anyone better.
The soE% “Dissident” takes a similar approach of looking at a relationship firom the 
woman’s point of view:
And to this day, she’s glided on 
Always home but so for away 
Like a word misplaced 
Nothing said, what a waste
When she had contact with the conflict, there was meaning 
But she sold him to the state 
She had to turn around 
In this song the woman has managed to leave the man, but she feels like her life no longer 
has meaning now that he is gone. She has done the best thing for herself but still feels lost 
without the man.
The common thread that runs through Pearl Jam’s “love songs” is that, as opposed 
to rock’s older love songs, they are written in the third person, not as an event that is 
happening to the person singing. Instead the song explores the woman’s point of view and 
represents the man as the “bad guy” in the relationship. The men are shown as cheaters 
and liars. The women, however, are portrayed as too weak to exorcise themselves from
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the bad relationship. Once again, Vedder’s personal life may be the key to the motivation 
behind these songs. He has often berated his stepfether in interviews and in concerts. In 
feet, at the beginning of “Better Man” Vedder says, “This is dedicated to the bastard who 
married my mama.” The frequency of the bad male/weak femafe theme in the lyrics 
indicates that Vedder’s view of male/female relationships often sees the woman as victim 
and the man as abuser and looks at such relationships with contempt.
Discussion
In comparing the lyric anatyses of the two bands, I found there to be some major 
differences in the way that the two bands expressed themselves, both m terms o f content 
and style. In comparing the main key terms o f the rhetors in terms of frequency, I found 
that the most commonly used term in Rollup Stones songs with eleven references was 
“miss you;” the most commonty used term in Pearl Jam songs was “alone,” which was 
used six times in the eight songs surveyed. On the surfece it could be said that these two 
terms are similar since in the Rolling Stones’ songs the departure of the woman would 
leave the man alone. The theme of aloneness, however, is used differentty by the two 
bands. The Rolling Stones’ main theme deals with women in general and specifically with 
women who leave. They lament the loss of the relationship and convey a distrust of 
women in relationships. Pearl Jam, on the other hand, looks at loneliness on a larger scale 
than just the end of a relationship. Pearl Jam looks at the individual as feeling alone in the 
world and searching for some answers as to his place in the universe. In Pearl Jam lyrics, 
the song deals with a lifetime spent alone as compared to Rolling Stones’ songs that deal 
with life alone until a new relationship can be found.
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Another way in which Rolling Stones’ songs differ sharply from Pearl Jam songs is 
in the themes of satisfection and existence. The Rolling Stones seek personal satisfection 
in terms o f wishing that the outside world would leave them alone so that they could 
engage in socialty unacceptable behavior. They also look at satisfection in terms of sexual 
satisfection. Their main concern is what is happening now to annoy them or make them 
unsatisfied and how they wish that others—unwilling females and no^  neighbors—would 
cooperate with them so that their needs can be met. Pearl Jam, by contrast, is concerned 
not about their immediate satisfection, but with questionmg their own existence and 
wondering about the existence of some higher power who can answer those questions.
The Rolling Stones look for gratification for the body, while Pearl Jam looks for 
gratification for the soul.
A third difference in RoUmg Stones and Pearl Jam songs is the way m which the 
two bands deal with songs about love relationships. The Rolling Stones generally write in 
the first person; they either mourn the loss of a relationship due to a woman who has left 
or they activety seek out sexual partners. Pearl Jam writes of relationships m the third 
person, generally from the point of view of the woman. While the Rolling Stones are 
begging a woman to have sex. Pearl Jam is examining the role of women in relationships. I 
tend to attribute this partially to the different social situation of women today as compared 
to the time period in which the Rolling Stones wrote their songs. Women in the 1960s 
were just beginning to have fieedom and equality and it seems that the Rolling Stones 
were somewhat ambivalent about whether they liked women’s newfound equality. They 
appear to like the sexual aspect of women in the 1960s, but would like to have more 
control over the women. Pearl Jam, on the other hand, writing songs in a completely
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different social climate, seems to be disturbed by women who are weak in relationships 
and stay with unsuitable men. Pearl Jam seems to view women as basically strong people 
who let men rob them of their strength and mdividualify. The contrast in the different 
bands’ opinions of women is strong and shown frequently in their tyrics.
In addition to the difference in the themes that run through the tyrics of the two 
bands, there are also some similarities. One similarity is the negative view of mothers 
taken by both bands. Once again, however, the bands deal with the subject in very 
different manners. The Rolling Stones again write in the first person, while Pearl Jam 
writes in the third person. The Rolling Stones write of mothers as hags and sluts and 
usually make only passing references to the subject within the larger context of the song. 
Pearl Jam devotes entire songs to the theme o f poor parenting. They usualty concentrate 
not on actual abuse, but on neglect and betrayal—the child that is ignored or lied to and 
grows up with a distrust of the parent. While both bands exhibit a dislike of parents, it 
seems to be a much more inqwrtant issue to Pearl Jam who devotes entfre songs to the 
issue, whereas the Rolling Stones use only a Ime or two within a song to refer to the 
subject.
Another similar theme that runs through both bands’ songs is the issue of control 
in relationships. While the Rolling Stones try to figure out who is in control of a 
relationship. Pearl Jam wonders why women let men control them and do not stand up for 
themselves. Once again. Pearl Jam looks at the issue in the broader sense of a relationship, 
while the Rolling Stones concentrate on their own personal relationships and yearn for 
control of uncontrollable women. While the subject matter is the same, the bands offer
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opposing views. The Rolling Stones want control of women, while Pearl Jam questions 
why a women would let herself become weak and controllable.
This analysis of the lyrics of Pearl Jam and the Rolling Stones is one example of 
the tremendous change has taken place in the rhetoric of song over the last twenty-five 
years. Song lyrics have changed fiom the party atmosphere o f “sex, drugs and rock & 
roll” to topics o f alienation, dysfiinctional femilies, and a quest for meaning in one’s life. In 
subject matters that have remained the same, there has been a shift in the way the subjects 
are approached. Love songs, which have always and will always be popular, have changed 
from the typical I-love-you, why-did-you-leave-me? genre to dealing with dysfunctional 
relationships. The discourse has shifted from concentrating on personal satisfection 
through sex and partying to dealing with the larger problems of society as reflected in the 
individual’s experiences.
Beyond the shift in the subject matter o f the songs, there has been a general chaise 
in the tone of the songs. One of the main things that separates alternative rock from 
traditional rock is the cynicism that runs through alternative’s lyrics. The Rollmg Stones, 
and most other rock bands, took a more positive view of the world—all they had to do 
was drink and have sex and life would be good. Alternative rock bands take a more 
negative view of life—they had lousy childhoods with neglectful parents and now they 
seek someone to tell them the answers to life’s questions, but no one is answering.
Overall, in both content and tone, these lyrics illustrate a change in the discourse and 
attitudes of American youth over the last twenty-five years, as reflected in the music to 
which they listen.
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CONCLUSION
In the last twenty-five years, there has been tremendous change in every aspect of 
American life—the femily, the media, the government, etc.. These changes have impacted 
the general mood of the country. For many people, the belief in the American Dream is 
gone and has been replaced by bitterness and cynicism. Rismg divorce rates, AIDS, 
government scandals and the ubiquitous mass media have all contributed to an entire 
generation of Americans who have lost their trust in everything and everyone but 
themselves. While society in general is moving toward a sense of cynicism and a 
postmodern set of values—including cynicism, lack o f trust in institutions and a reverence 
of pop culture—Generation X is the first generation to be raised from earty childhood to 
posses postmodern values.
Formerly unifying American value systems such as the Puritan-Pioneer and the 
Progressive value systems have been replaced in Generation X by values that include 
cynicism, materialism, lack of commitment, lack of respect for authority, and media savvy. 
Without the traditional American values to unify them as a society, members of 
Generation X look to the mass media to be their common culture. Having no great wars 
or other important events to call upon as a source of unity. Generation Xers look to the 
realm of pop culture to provide a sense of shared history. Unlike Baby Boomers who can
63
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tell you exactly what they were doing when Preskient Kennedy was shot, Xers feel unity 
because they can recite entire episodes of the Brady Bunch word for word.
This thesis has attempted to illustrate that the change in the mood of the country 
has been so extreme that the members of Generation X can be conskiered an intellectual or 
cultural social movement in the sense of a social movement being a “revision of national or 
collective identities and cultural registers,” as opposed to a protest movement (Eyerman & 
Jamison, 1995, p. 450). In attempting to show that Generation X is indeed a social 
movement, I have examined the lyrics of two popular bands, the Rollmg Stones and Pearl 
Jam, to illustrate the change that has taken place in the rhetoric of the last twenty-five 
years. The analysis revealed that the rhetoric found in rock lyrics has changed in both tone 
and content over the last two and a half decades. The “sex, drugs, and rock and roll” 
motto of the sixties has been replaced by songs dealing with a dysfiinctional, alienated 
society and a search for answers to questions of existence.
While the analysis of the lyrics of these two bands is just that—an analysis of the 
songs of two distinct bands in two distinct eras of American history—they can be seen in a 
broader context as representative of the generations with which they are popular. Bands 
such as the Rolling Stones and Pearl Jam achieve immense popularity because their 
audiences can relate to their songs. Baby Boomers could relate to the free-spirited, 
sexually motivated tyrics of the Rolling Stones. Generation Xers, on the other hand, can 
relate to the alienation and dysfimction expressed in Pearl Jam’s lyrics. While punk rock 
music attenqited to bring alienated, cynical lyrics to Baby Boomers, it was not widely 
accepted at that time because it did not reflect the values of the majority of Baby
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Boomers. It took the largely cynical Generation X to allow the negativity of alternative's 
lyrics to become the mainstream.
Though some researchers disagree, I do not think that the bands purposely set out 
to make audience members identify with them through thenr lyrics. I believe that artists 
write lyrics that express thehr own individual thoughts and emotions and that due to shared 
experiences and shared emotions, audiences can identify with the lyrics as expressing their 
own feelings. In this way, the music that is popular among a certain group of people can 
be said to be representative of the general outlook of the audience members.
Possible Weaknesses of Studv
There are several possible problems with this study. The first one being that the 
characteristics attributed to both Baby Boomers and members of Generation X can be said 
to be stereotypes. This study does not intend to declare that all Baby Boomers or all 
members of Generation X posses the same traits. People are individual and as such no two 
people have the exact same experiences or lifestyles and, therefore, no two people have 
the exact same value systems. What I have outlined here are the basic value systems that 
have been attributed to these two groups by researchers and by actual contact with 
members of these two generations.
A second possible weakness deals with the feet that the rhetoric of only two bands 
was analyzed. These bands were chosen as representative because of their enormous 
popularity, but a more thorough (and much more lengthy) study would need to analyze the 
lyrics of all bands that were popular with Baby Boomers and all of alternative rock’s most 
popular bands. The results of such a study might find more similarities or differences
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between traditional rock and roll and alternative rock than a study of just the Rolling 
Stones and Pearl Jam found.
A third possible flaw in the research could result from using only top ten songs. 
Again. looking to the length of the thesis, an analysis of all the songs of the two bands 
would require for more space than is intended for a thesis, but it would have been a more 
accurate study. Although there is the possibility that a more mclusive study would have 
changed the results, I suspect they would have remained relatively the same. There are a 
host of Rolling Stones songs not used m this analysis that deal with the same themes as 
those found in the top ten songs—“Under My Thumb” and “Stupid Girl,” among others, 
continue the chauvinistic theme of a need for control of women, while “You Can’t  Always 
Get What You Want” once again addresses the satisfection issue. Many Pearl Jam songs 
that were not included in the study also seem to mirror the themes found m the songs used 
for analysis. “Nothingman” continues the theme of dysfunctional male/fomale relationshfos 
seen from the woman’s point of view; “Rearviewmirror” and “Once” continue on the 
theme of dysfiinctional femily relationships and “Sometimes” continues the band’s quest 
for a more spiritual existence.
Future Research
I became interested in this study because, as a member of Generation X, I find I 
have a hard time relating to many of the viewpoints of parents, professors, etc. and that I 
am often criticized for my cynicism and sarcasm. Older generations seem to want to mold 
the younger generation into accepting the same values that have always been popular in 
society. What 1 have learned—and what many individuals o f the older generations need to
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learn—is that members of Generation X did not grow up in the same version of the United 
States that Baby Boomers and those generations that came before were raised in. Because 
Xers experienced such drastically different upbringings than those of previous generations, 
it is ridiculous to expect them to fit into the value systems that have dommated the country 
throughout most of American history. Xers get blamed for their cynicism and are referred 
to as Slackers and the MTV generation, but this is how they were raised to be—raised by 
the very people who now complam about their poor attitudes and lack of commitment.
This study has also caused me to examine the basic definition of what constitutes a 
social movement. 1, like most people, used to think of a “social movement” in terms of a 
protest movement. I have learned that a broader definition of social movement can include 
not only organized efforts to bring about change, but any change in collective thought or 
action of a group over a period o f time. If looked at in this context and in the context of 
the change in the language of a group being an indicator of a change in values, then there 
are numerous possibilities of things to study that could constitute a change in collective 
thought. For example, as opposed to previous studies that examined the organizational 
structure of the women’s movement, researchers could study the change in the rhetoric of 
women firom the 19S0s to the present. An interesting ideograph to study in that area 
would be the use of the word “wife.” I suspect the present values associated with the 
word “wife” would illustrate a drastic change fiom the values associated with the term in 
the 1950s and 1960s.
1 also learned from this study that music is a very influential, though often 
underrated, form of discourse. Music is not often given the same amount of attention as 
other mass media, mainly television, yet for many, music plays as big or bigger a part in
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their lives as télévision. Researchers often study the unpact of music on teenagers because 
music plays a large part in socialutation during the teenage years. Perhaps research needs 
to be expanded to study the mftuence of music on adults as well as teenagers. Bands like 
the Rolling Stones show that music remains a powerful form of media even as people get 
older. Twenty-five years after they began, the Rolling Stones continue to unite Baby 
Boomers in their admiratfon for the group and the music. It is clear that the band is still 
having an efi&ct on their older audiences and it would be interesting to £md out exactly 
what efi&ct rock music does have on older people—if it still in some ways serves as a tool 
for socialization.
This study points out the need for further research in several other areas as welL 
The most obvious line of future inquiry would be to adapt this research into a quantitative 
study in which researchers study whether or not the lyrics of the songs that people listen 
to actually reflect their own ideologies and values systems. Many researchers and members 
of the popular press speak of alternative music as being the voice of Generation X, I 
could, however, find onty one quantitative study that actually addressed the issue of 
whether or not Xers identify with the lyrics of alternative music—and that study dealt onfy 
with the music of Kurt Cobain of Nbrvana (See Pecora & Mazzarella, 1995). >Mth so 
many people making the claim that alternative music speaks for a generation, it would 
seem important that someone actually test to see if the music does accuratefy reflect the 
attitudes and values of Generation X.
The study also indicates a need for more research on the rhetoric of the different 
generations. So much has been written on the apparently different value systems and 
attitudes of Generation X, but little has been written on the rhetoric of the younger
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generation. B^ond the cynicism that pervades the music that much of the generation 
listens to, there is also a difference in the way members of Generation X speak. The 
discourse of the group tends to exhibit the same cynicism as the music, but it also contains 
distinct differences in use o f language. Raymond Gozzi, Jr. points out that members of 
Generation X use the word “like” frequently in speech when telling stories or describing 
events. Gozzi speculates that “like is used to set a stage, a scene, like television” (Gozzi, 
1995, p. 334). It would be interesting to examine other differences in language use that 
would be present if there has indeed been a collective change in values in our society. 
McGee (1980b) suggests examining the ideographs that are present in language to trace 
the changes in their meaning in order to show how collective values charge over the 
course of time.
This study also points out the need for long term study of Generation X It will be 
interesting in ten or twenty years as Xers begin to occupy positions of authority in the 
government and in business to see if they have assimilated into the dominant value systems 
of American culture or if they have retained their cynicism. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
writers and researchers predicted that Baby Boomers were going to forever change the 
values of American society; instead, as Boomers began to get married and get jobs they 
began to display many of the same ideologies and values as their parents and 
grandparents—though slightfy altered because of women’s newfound equality and 
independence.
Perhaps the members of Generation X will eventually lose their cynicism and begin 
to take on the value systems that have dominated the United States for so long. William 
Strauss and Neil Howe (1997) predict in their book The Fourth Turning that in the next
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decade America will experfence a great upheaval, such as a war or national disaster, that 
will cause Americans to pull together and regain then sense of unity. Until such a time, 
however, I have little hope that the postmodern Americans who have made Howard Stem 
one of the top-rated radio personalities in the country and have elected Bill Clinton as 
president—a man under investigation for sexual harassment and the Whitewater 
scandal—are going to spontaneously return to the days of baseball and apple pie.
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